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Approximately 75% of all Standard & Poor’s 500 companies will be gone by 2027. The
necessity for firms to swiftly adapt their strategic approach to the ever-changing
conditions is greater than ever. To do so they need to ensure both short and long-term
opportunities are fulfilled. A construct that can support them in doing that is called
Design-Led Ambidexterity (DLA). A basis for DLA has been established in previous
studies from a theoretical perspective based on two cases in large multinational
companies. This study aims to further our understanding on the topic by investigating
how an optimal foundation for DLA’s implementation can be built in a multinational
mid-sized tech company. As a result, we suggest a new version of DLA and its
frameworks to accommodate the gained insights. We also designed and are currently
training employees in a new way of working that supports DLA’s implementation. Last
but not least, our research provided new insights on the role design can play in
achieving continuous stream of innovation.
design-led ambidexterity, ambidexterity, organizational design, design adoption

1

Introduction

Firms today have a one-in-three chance of failing within the next 5 years compared to one-in-twenty
50 years ago (Reeves & Püschel, 2015). In fact, according to a 2015 McKinsey study, the lifespan of
an organization has decreased from 61 years in 1958 to only 18 years in 2011. Therefore, 75% of the
stock market index Standard & Poor’s companies will be gone by 2027 (Desmet et al., 2015).
The necessity for companies to swiftly adapt their strategic approach to the ever-changing
conditions is greater than ever. As a result, many firms adopt an excessively short-term focus and
neglect their longer-term horizons (Reeves & Püschel, 2015). For instance, while profit margins have
significantly increased since 2010, investments in R&D and capital expenditures continue to be
relatively low (Faeste, 2017). This notion is best reflected in the almost singular focus of many
companies to become agile and adaptable leading to the rise of methods such as the Lean Startup
(Ries, 2011) and Scrum (Schwaber & Beedle, 2002), as well as in the growing tendency to assess
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
4.0 International License.
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/

leaders in terms of quarterly performance (Reeves & Püschel, 2015). Hence, to counteract these
tendencies, a model has to be created that puts in place the decision mechanisms and structures
which will manage to balance both sides of the innovation coin – incremental and radical innovation.
Failure to do so will result in declining performance and the need to implement risky transformation
programs (Faeste, 2017).
An increasingly popular construct for achieving long term firm survival and developing such dual
focus inside firms is called organizational ambidexterity (Oehmichen et al., 2016). Defined as “the
ability to simultaneously pursue both incremental and discontinuous innovation… hosting multiple
contradictory structures, processes, and cultures within the same firm” (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996),
organizational ambidexterity allows companies to simultaneously manage current business demands
and adapt to environmental changes (Mom et al., 2015). Due to its contradictory structures,
however, its implementation continues to be challenging (Oehmichen et al., 2016).
Based on our previous work with two large multinational companies, we believe a way to overcome
such challenges is to use a new type of ambidexterity – design-led (DLA) (Stoimenova & De Lille,
2017). We proposed a model that aims to further our understanding of the specific mechanisms
through which the use of design might improve innovation outcomes (Stoimenova & De Lille, 2017).
Currently relatively little is known on the topic (Liedtka, 2015) despite the fact that the popularity of
design-based approaches such as Design Thinking (Brown, 2008) and Design Sprint (Knapp et al.,
2016) continues to grow (Carlgren et al., 2016). Hence, the purpose of the paper is to advance our
understanding on how to create a solid foundation for the implementation of DLA in organizations.
To do so, this paper presents the initial steps of DLA’s implementation (the creation of a solid
foundation for such) in a medium-sized multinational tech company we’ll call X. Active in more than
90 countries with 3 300 employees worldwide, X is a B2B firm focused on the design and
development of networked visualization products for the Entertainment, Enterprise and Healthcare
markets. Built around its strong engineering culture, the company has no formal background in
design, no design department and there are only a few employees with a formal education in design
scattered around the organization. The process the company follows can be roughly divided in two
parts: Product Definition and Product Development (a stage-gate-like process), primarily carried out
in silos. Thus, the collaboration among different internal stakeholders can be difficult.
X presented an optimal case for the implementation of DLA for three main reasons. First, at the time of
the research, a new CEO was appointed who emphasised the importance of shifting X’s focus from
being purely technology-driven to seeing technology as a service offering that delivers “bright
outcomes” to their customers. This necessitates change in their organisational structure and processes
with a strong focus on understanding when to kill of a project. Second, this new change in leadership
initiated an executive desire and support to shift the company towards continuously delivering humancentred innovation in an optimal manner. Thus, initial interest was triggered to implement design
(thinking) in their innovation efforts. Third, there is an influx of new employees who are still not fully
integrated in the existing corporate culture. According to March’s organizational learning theory
(1991), this gives X the opportunity to create and execute new values and form new corporate culture.
This paper is structured as follows: first, the existing literature on different types of ambidexterity as
well as the notion of DLA with its accompanying model and framework is reviewed. Then, the
methodology of the research and the collected results are described. This is followed by a discussion
of the results, concluded with a new iteration of the DLA model and framework. Last but not least,
the article discusses possible implications for the role design can play in organizational structures
and indications for future research.

2

Literature Review

As already mentioned, organisational ambidexterity has become one of the most heralded
capabilities for long-term firm survival and development in the past few decades (Oehmichen et al.,
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2016). Although different types of ambidexterity exist, they all have one thing in common: the
construct is built upon two main elements – exploitation and exploration. The former allows the firm
to improve the efficiency of implementation and production of the already existing capabilities and
knowledge of the firm. As such it’s associated with “refinement, choice, production, efficiency,
selection, implementation and execution” (Tabeau et al., 2016). To achieve these, its processes and
culture are defined by tight controls and carried out by units organized to be efficient (March, 1991).
As a result, these activities improve present returns that are closely related to the firm’s current
actions (March, 1991) and thus, they are more likely to result in incremental innovation (O’Cass et
al., 2014). All of these qualities make exploitation generally favoured by most companies due to its
greater certainty of short-term success (O’Conor, 2008).
On the other hand, exploration is characterized by search, experimentation, play, flexibility and
investigation, and can result in new knowledge (Tabeau et al., 2016). Such knowledge is essential for
developing radically new solutions (Atuahene-Gima, 2005). To accommodate for these, exploration
is usually associated with looser controls and structures, more flexible processes and search
behaviours that are geared towards experimentation and improvisation (Duncan, 1976). Therefore,
its results are often distant in time, uncertain and ambiguously connected to the current context
(Stoimenova & De Lille, 2017).
O’Reilly and Tushman, (2013) and Chebbi et al. (2015) define three common types of organisational
ambidexterity in regards to the interaction between exploration and exploitation. The first one,
sequential, is a form of temporal separation, most useful in stable slow-moving environments. It’s
based on the notion that a company should regularly shift their focus from exploration to
exploitation and vice versa. To do so firms need to develop processes and mechanisms that enable
the seamless shift between the two (Wang & Rafiq, 2012). Thus, in order to be able to accommodate
the changes of the environment they are in, the organisation regularly goes through periods of
centralization (exploitation) to enhance cost efficiencies and decentralization (exploration) to
emphasize innovation (Raisch, 2008).
Second is the structural or simultaneous ambidexterity. Unlike the first one, this is built upon two
structurally separated and simultaneously operating units of exploration and exploitation. Each unit
has its own processes, structures and cultures, managed in its unique way (Duncan, 1976). However,
one of them, usually exploitation, is seen as the primary structure that’s geared towards developing
incremental innovation. Thus, it is often seen as the one that maintains stability. The other, usually
exploration, is seen as the secondary structure and it’s often carried out by project teams and
networks focused on exploratory activities (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008). While such separation
ensures each structure can achieve its goal (McDonough & Leifer, 1983), it also creates physical
boundaries between the two (Benner & Tushman, 2003). Therefore, ensuring a smooth handover of
ideas from one unit to another is particularly difficult (Stoimenova & De Lille, 2017).
The third type, contextual ambidexterity, attempts to solve the exploration-exploitation conundrum
on an individual level (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). It does so through “an interaction of stretch,
discipline, and trust” and requires a “supportive organizational context” that “encourages individuals
to make their own judgments”. Unlike the other two types of ambidexterity, the contextual one
emphasises the importance for an individual, not a unit, to be able to shift between exploration and
exploitation while being part of a unit that is both aligned and adaptable. As a result, the
organizational systems and processes are never concretely specified. According to O’Reilly &
Tushman (2013), the most common example of such is workers being able to continuously optimise
their jobs (exploration) and perform routine tasks (exploitation). This type, however, does not
address the simultaneous and systematic conduct of exploration and exploitation on a company
level (Kauppila, 2010).
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Figure 1 Lighthouse model
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As already mentioned, however, a multitude of challenges exist when trying to achieve
ambidexterity (Oehmichen et al., 2016) due to the distinct nature, roles and influence exploration
and exploitation have on innovation outcomes (Tabeau et al., 2016). Thus, the tension between
them should be managed well so balance can be achieved (March, 1991). Such balance is both
feasible and beneficial to organisational performance (Jansen et al., 2009). The forth type of
ambidexterity, DLA (Stoimenova & De Lille, 2017), is aimed at achieving just that. Firmly based on
design methods, principles and values, DLA relies on five distinct elements to achieve a sustained
innovation pace in companies. The elements are best represented in the Lighthouse model (LHM)
(Figure 1). Like the other types of ambidexterity, DLA is based on Exploration and Exploitation
represented as the two big wheels. However, unlike the others, it underscores the importance of the
two wheels not only working simultaneously but also in cooperation. To ensure such, the element
we called Catalyst was introduced. The Catalyst not only speeds up the collaboration between
stakeholders but also ensures a smooth hand-over of projects from Exploration to Exploitation. Due
to its nature, the Design Sprint (Knapp et al., 2016) and the Lean Startup (Ries, 2011) were identified
as best methods to play the role of Catalyst. The three wheels are complemented by a strong
Executive support and very good understanding of the Context, which also serves as the starting
point for Exploration.
According to Stoimenova and De Lille (2017), a crucial part of DLA’s implementation is the Design
Adoption Framework (DAF) (Figure 2). The DAF claims that the adoption of design happens in three
distinct stages, reflected in the model: methods, mindset and infrastructure. First, the gradual
introduction of design methods to non-designers through both vicarious and hands-on learning
should be initiated. This will lead to a change in the mindset of the team towards one that’s
favourable to design. Last but not least, by implementing the newly formed mindset in the day-today work of the firm, the authors posit that the infrastructure (processes, goals, team and resources)
will change as well to reflect and accommodate the newly found mindset and methods.
As for the latter one, an action research was carried out together with one of the corporate start-ups
(incubators) in X. The first researcher was involved in shaping their new way of working (WoW) by
helping them set up, execute and analyse their user research and tests. This was complemented by
participant observation during 6 creative sessions facilitated by an external design consultancy. The
focus through all these was to understand how to embed design in the team’s WoW and train a
sufficient level of design capabilities in non-designers. To do so, we followed the already described
DAF. The results of both stages were collected and analysed in accordance with the Grounded
Theory Method (Charmaz, 2008). This type of ambidexterity is still under development and the
implications of its implementation are not well-documented yet. Thus, we need to investigate
further how to optimally create the foundation for such implementation and how this will affect the
DLA construct itself. Last but not least, as already mentioned, undergoing such research will advance
our understanding on the ways design improves innovation outcomes and more specifically, its role
in creating ambidextrous organisational structures.

3

Methodology

To understand how to create a foundation for the initial stages of implementation of DLA, the first
author was embedded in the company full-time for 5 months and guided the two distinct stages of
our action research. First, we gauged the level of DLA in X by creating a clear overview on the
current NPD process of the firm through the lenses of the LHM. Second, we tried to understand how
to introduce and achieve a sufficient level of design capability in X using the DAF.
The former one was addressed with an extensive qualitative research of forty-eight 1-hour semistructured interviews with forty-five employees from diverse functions, divisions and levels of
seniority. An overview of the positions the interviewees hold within the firm can be found in Table 1.
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Table 1: Interviewees overview
Position
CEO
Interim CTO/Senior VP
VP
Director
(Senior) Project Manager
Software developers
Business Development manager
HR
Quality Manager
Design Expert
Consultant (frequently works with X)
IP Manager
Program manager
Research Engineer
Other

4

Number of People
Interviewed
1
1
13
8
6
4
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
3

Results

This section is dedicated to the description of the uncovered results in the sequence introduced in
the Methodology section. Thus, first the existing NPD process will be explained through the lenses of
the LHM (Figure 3). Second, the insights collected when implementing the DAF in the
aforementioned incubator will be presented as well.

Figure 3: Existing DLA elements in X
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4.1

NPD through the LHM lenses

Below you can find a summary of the firm’s NPD process created by using the LHM as a lens (Figure
3). The explanation of each element is complemented by general challenges to innovation identified
by the interviewees. However, the focus of this section will remain on the process since the
challenges were used to explain the current NPD process of X and its structure and missing
elements.

4.2

Context

The context is largely unaccounted for in X, as there’s no formal way or common tools and methods
to understand the competitive landscape and the users and customers’ needs. Furthermore, the firm
also lacks the capabilities to translate them to viable and desirable solutions. Some of the company’s
recently-established incubators, however, are dedicated to embed design in their way of working in
order to overcome these difficulties. Yet, none (or very few) of their efforts to account for the
context are well-organized, projects are generally advanced in a haphazard way and none of it is
scaled across the organization.

4.3

Exploration

Some elements of Exploration (Product Definition), are present. For instance, a process for new
technology derisking and introduction is currently being established on a corporate level and
foundations are being laid to make it consistent across the organization. This, however addresses
only the technological feasibility of an idea. The viability and desirability of ideas are not thoroughly
(if ever) validated except in few small pockets across the organization. This is largely driven by the
misconception of what constitutes a validated idea, complemented by the misalignment across
internal stakeholders on how this should be done. There’s neither a common WoW, nor tools, nor
support, nor guidance on how to make informed choices early during this phase. In fact, the process
of exploring new opportunities is largely based on a gut feeling and favouritism (either to an
individual or an idea).
To combat that, several sporadic WoWs and initiatives were previously attempted by X with little
lasting impact. The collected results support the notion that simply running ideation games and
competitions cannot deliver on innovation practice or on the building of innovation skills, as they fail
to have a lasting impact on how the company invests in and manages innovation. Without the right
capabilities and a clear strategic direction, the majority of the generated ideas fell through the
cracks, ultimately leading to sense of disempowerment among the employees.

4.3.1 Catalyst
The Catalyst element is currently not present in X. There’s no official way or guidance on how
different stakeholders (mainly internal, but also external) can come together and collaborate with
each other. The gate review meetings during Product Development can be used for that, but this
happens rather infrequently. Instead, only the R&D stakeholders are taken into account before and
during the process. When it comes to the handover from Exploration (the new technology derisking
process) to Exploitation, the company is experimenting with transferring people from one phase to
the other. However, this has been done only in few cases and again, it stays exclusively within the
realm of R&D, while other stakeholders are largely seen as an after-thought. Regardless, there’s a
good initial level of understanding in the company about the importance of multidisciplinary
collaboration outside R&D.

4.3.2 Exploitation
As with most medium-sized/big companies, X has a very well-established Exploitation (Product
Development) process. There’s a strong supporting structure, the process is clear and communicated
to every R&D employee through internal training programs on regular basis. There are also different
communities and working groups within R&D that support it. Nevertheless, problems still exist when
trying to seamlessly accommodate both software and hardware development. Furthermore, this is
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complemented by the misalignment of actions among R&D and other divisions such as Services,
Sales, Procurement and IT.

4.3.3 Executive Support
There’s executive support to create desirable outcomes and work in a Lean Startup manner
especially during Exploration as part of the CEO’s new vision. However, every interviewee had their
own rendition on what that entails and how it should be achieved. Furthermore, while many people
especially in mid and high-level management mention the notion of design thinking as a way to talk
to users and customers, understanding of its benefits is still rather shallow. Last but not least, these
are paired with the notion circulating among middle and high-level management in X that Product
Definition (Exploration) cannot and should not be put into a process.

4.4

Design Adoption Framework (DAF)

The second stage of our research dealt with the introduction of design capabilities to the team of
non-designers in one of the corporate start-ups of X. As prescribed by DAF, we started by focusing
on the introduction of design methods to the team with the initial help of another designer. The
collected insights confirmed that once non-designers get the chance to both learn the methods
vicariously and put them into practice, the desired changes in their mindsets, as defined and
observed by Stoimenova and de Lille (2017) are present. This is true especially since the introduction
of design methods to the team had been initiated by the second designer several months prior to
the research.
However, despite the fact that the team had been using design methods for over half a year, they
continued to struggle with the application of the methods and finding a way to implement the
insights gained while using them, as they lacked the understanding how to adapt them to different
instances and contexts. This notion was repeatedly pointed out during our informal talks with people
from the team. Therefore, the presence of a favourable to design mindset (Stoimenova & De Lille,
2017) is important but it’s not enough to achieve an organisational infrastructure in which design is
deeply embedded.

Figure 4: a new version of the LHM
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To solve this challenge, the first author started not only introducing design methods to the team, but
also explaining the different ways of applying them. This allowed her to explain the rationale behind
them, hence incrementally giving the confidence to the team to work with them. Doing so proved to
have positive results. However, due to time limitations and the fact that she wasn’t embedded in the
day-to-day operations of the team, the explanation remained on a rather abstract level. Regardless,
this increased the team’s level of understanding of the used methods and the initial steps in applying
them to other contexts.

5

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to advance our understanding on how to create a solid foundation for
the implementation of DLA. The collected insights suggest that to do so, action needs to be taken in
two complementary directions. First, a new WoW can be created that incorporates the missing
elements of the LHM (Figure 6) by making the construct of DLA actionable. Second, the generated
insights regarding the DAF have to be reflected into the framework Stoimenova & de Lille (2017)
described in order to update it (Figure 7).

5.1

The Way of Working

Naturally, creating a new WoW will have its implications on the LHM. First, as already mentioned,
the tension between Exploration and Exploitation should be resolved. We believe that although the
Catalyst in its current form is instrumental to the quick alignment and connection among
stakeholders, kick off and speed of projects, it cannot ensure a smooth hand-over between
Exploration and Exploitation well enough. Therefore, a new function for the third wheel has to be
introduced. A function that combines elements from both Exploration and Exploitation and allows
them to work seamlessly together. In essence, such wheel would also be akin to the role Horizon 2
plays in the notion of the three strategic horizons (Moore, 2007). We call this new wheel
Transmission and since it takes the former place of the Catalyst (Figure 4), the Catalyst as a function
moves to support and enhance the three wheels of the LHM. While the original purpose of the third
wheel Stoimenova and De Lille (2017) introduced is still intact, the newly-introduced notion of
Transmission provides another layer of understanding on what the optimal relationship between
Exploration and Exploitation could be. As such, it not only ensures the two other wheels don’t
counteract each other, but also transmits and adapts the signals from Exploration so the Exploitation
can pick them up easily. Ultimately, the Transmission ensures both smooth transition and helps the
engine (Exploration) to effectively and efficiently communicate to the wheels (Exploitation) in which
direction they should turn. Thus, in essence, neither Exploration nor Exploitation, nor Transmission
are ever truly missing from the project. Instead, at certain points of time, each one of them has a
priority (Figure 5).

Figure 5: DLA’s elements continuum
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The collected results have implications for the role of design in DLA as well. Although the construct
continues to be design-driven, we see the role of the designer as similar to the one of the lighthouse
keeper. She is the person who makes sure the Exploration engine is powered effectively and
efficiently and the whole mechanism works optimally. Last but not least, since she has the overview
on what’s working and what’s not, she ensures that the lighthouse is human-centred throughout all
of its actions and never forgets its purpose – to continuously create human-centred innovation.
Having these considerations in mind we created a new WoW called the Atom (Figure 6). The Atom is
an amalgamation of design and traditional management methods best suited for use during
Exploration and Transmission. However, since it’s based on elements of Exploration and Exploitation,
it allows and supports both to be carried out simultaneously and in collaboration. To achieve that,
the Atom has three distinct levels: Understand, Create and Capture, complemented by methods,
templates and tools tailored for each of its stages. It also revolves around a strong purpose informed
by a continuous human-centred research. For each of the stages specific methods were selected to
ensure the company’s employees are capable of creating ideas that are viable, feasible and
desirable.
To implement the Atom and ensure smooth adoption, according to the DAF, first employees’
knowledge and understanding of the methods’ rationale should be increased. Thus, we described
each method step by step and created a method card and a template accompanying each one of
them to ensure continuous reflection and clear purpose that drives the project. In addition, we
designed a guideline book explaining how the elements of the Atom are connected and wrote
several short blog posts, clarifying some of its elements. Finally, based on the structure of the LHM,
we created three complementary versions of the Atom, as each one of them reflects the nature of
the LHM element it represents: for Exploration, for Transmission and one that can make the
Executive Support more tangible by creating a clearly communicated strategic intent. The versions
were designed in such a way that they complement each other and the existing Exploitation process
in X. Doing so supports the Atom’s adoption, as the inability to unlearn old processes is one of the
major barriers to successful adoption of change processes (Lorsch, 1986) and design (Assink, 2006).
Last but not least, to support the Atom’s implementation we designed a new platform called Onami
(Figure 7). It’s an online (a website and a newsletter) and offline (lunch talks) platform, which
supports a community of people who want to challenge the status quo and create meaningful
innovations. As such, its role is to trigger and facilitate exchange of knowledge and support,
ultimately enhancing the sense of empowerment, relatedness, recognition of achievements and
participatory unit climate among X’s employees. Simultaneously it will increase and sustain their
intrinsic motivation to participate (Kerns, 2013). Furthermore, it’s also used as a central place where
information and concrete details and instructions on how the Atom and its methods and tools can
be used are stored. Thus, it will be pivotal to the adoption of the WoW. Furthermore, unlike any
other working group or a community in the firm, Onami is open to every employee regardless of
their background or level in the organisational hierarchy. We believe that the combination of the
Atom and Onami could provide us with a solid foundation for the implementation of the DLA notion
in X. A visual representation of how the two will work together with the notion of DLA and the LHM
can be found in Figure 8.
To implement the Atom and ensure smooth adoption, according to the DAF, first employees’
knowledge and understanding of the methods’ rationale should be increased. Thus, we described
each method step by step and created a method card and a template accompanying each one of
them to ensure continuous reflection and clear purpose that drives the project. In addition, we
designed a guideline book explaining how the elements of the Atom are connected and wrote
several short blog posts, clarifying some of its elements. Finally, based on the structure of the LHM,
we created three complementary versions of the Atom, as each one of them reflects the nature of
the LHM element it represents: for Exploration, for Transmission and one that can make the
Executive Support more tangible by creating a clearly communicated strategic intent. The versions
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were designed in such a way that they complement each other and the existing Exploitation process
in X. Doing so supports the Atom’s adoption, as the inability to unlearn old processes is one of the
major barriers to successful adoption of change processes (Lorsch, 1986) and design (Assink, 2006).
Last but not least, to support the Atom’s implementation we designed a new platform called Onami
(Figure 7). It’s an online (a website and a newsletter) and offline (lunch talks) platform, which
supports a community of people who want to challenge the status quo and create meaningful
innovations. As such, its role is to trigger and facilitate exchange of knowledge and support,
ultimately enhancing the sense of empowerment, relatedness, recognition of achievements and
participatory unit climate among X’s employees. Simultaneously it will increase and sustain their
intrinsic motivation to participate (Kerns, 2013). Furthermore, it’s also used as a central place where
information and concrete details and instructions on how the Atom and its methods and tools can
be used are stored. Thus, it will be pivotal to the adoption of the WoW. Furthermore, unlike any
other working group or a community in the firm, Onami is open to every employee regardless of
their background or level in the organisational hierarchy. We believe that the combination of the
Atom and Onami could provide us with a solid foundation for the implementation of the DLA notion
in X. A visual representation of how the two will work together with the notion of DLA and the LHM
can be found in Figure 8.

Figure 6: The Atom way of working model
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Figure 7: a screen shot of the Method page on the Onami website
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Figure 8: a visual representation on how the LHM, the Atom and Onami are brought together
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5.2

Design Adoption Framework 2.0

Based on the aforementioned results, we propose a new iteration on the DAF (Figure 9).

Figure 9: DAF 2.0

First, introduction of design methods should be initiated, supported by vicarious learning, carrying
out the methods and expanding the knowledge base of the non-designers. As suggested by the
collected insights, this should be complemented by creation of a shared understanding of the
rationale behind each method. However, as the results show, the creation of a favourable mindset is
a necessary condition, but it’s not sufficient. A construct that addresses the uncovered gap is mental
model. The role of “mental models is to provide a conceptual framework for describing, explaining,
and predicting future system states” (Rouse & Morris, 1986). They allow individuals to understand
phenomena, make inferences, and experience events by proxy (Johnson-Laird, 1983). Such mental
models are crucial for both sensemaking and sensegiving (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991) and provide the
means for individuals and organizations alike to create and share understanding of how things fit
together (Lyles & Mitroff, 1980). Furthermore, according to Mumford et al., (2001), an important
variable in shaping team performance, especially when it comes to reaching common understanding,
is the availability of shared mental models. They help team members to anticipate each other’s
reactions, adjust their behaviour accordingly, and evaluate potential alternative courses of action
(Klimoski & Mohammed, 1994). In fact, Mumford et al., (2001) argue that the need for shared
mental models may be particularly important when groups are asked to work on creative problemsolving tasks. Their availability helps to generate relevant ideas and to evaluate them. This leads to
the creation of an-ever evolving (shared) mental model that will guide team’s decisions and help
them adapt methods, add new ones and give sense to their project. As such, we believe the notion
of mental model will create a better foundation for the implementation of an organisational
infrastructure, as defined by Stoimenova and De Lille (2017) that supports design and subsequently
DLA.

6

Conclusion

The challenges of implementing organisational ambidexterity are well-documented especially when
dealing with the tension between Exploration and Exploitation. The theory of DLA (Stoimenova & De
Lille, 2017) aims to resolve them by using principles and values of design. As a continuation of our
previous work, in this paper we took the construct and tried to understand how to use it as a starting
point of design’s implementation in a mid-sized tech company. This helped us to gauge the DLA level
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in X, understand their current processes and create a WoW and a platform that helped us in
initiating the DLA’s implementation in X. It also resulted in a new version of the LHM and DAF.
DLA and its LHM are still in their infancy. At their core they are still suggestive models devised based
on existing literature and our work with three multinational firms. The present research proved that
both could be valuable in achieving sustained pace of innovation and clarifying the role design could
play. Yet, there’s still a clear need to fully understand the benefits and challenges of their
implementation. Thus, we propose a three-step approach to further research. First, investigate the
constructs’ implementation in different contexts (both existing companies and start-ups) and
continuously reflect the newly-found insights into the models. Second, gauge the implications DLA
has on the organizational structure and subsequently the innovation pace of a company. Third,
clarify the strategic role design could play in building future-proof organisations and its implications
on the quality of the produced innovations.
As already mentioned, our research within X continues as we’re currently undergoing the initial
stages of the company-wide implementation of the Atom. This will generate new insights for the
model, the notion of DLA and the DAF, which combined will serve as a human-centred prism on
organizational design. Last but not least, gaining more insights into this area can help us to establish
the role of design as a driving force of innovation.
In conclusion, we are convinced the potential of the DLA notion is big as it can further inform our
understanding of how to build future-proof companies. Such firms, in a time of great uncertainty
and highly impactful technologies such as Artificial Intelligence and Blockchain, will not only be able
to thrive but do that while putting society in the centre of everything they do. As such DLA can serve
a twofold purpose. On the one hand, it can provide a structure and a framework that allows
companies to approach the building of innovation capabilities. On the other, it provides us with a
simple checklist of sorts that helps us understand which elements we should improve to achieve the
coveted ambidexterity.
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